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1.   What is a "Historic District"? 
A historic district is a specifically designated geographic area that includes a concentration of 
significant buildings, structures, objects and/or site features that are related historically and meet 
certain landmark designation criteria.   
 
2.   How are historic district landmark registration forms prepared?  
Landmark nominations may be prepared by anyone and must be formally submitted to the King 
County Historic Preservation Program.  Most often, a landmark registration form is prepared by a 
professional consultant or a knowledgeable community member who is familiar with the 
designation criteria and nomination process.  The submitted form and companion documents are 
then reviewed by the King County Historic Preservation Officer (HPO) for completeness and 
accuracy.   
 
3.   How are the boundaries of a proposed district determined? 
Historic districts vary greatly between urban and rural settings, and may be limited to a specific 
property type or include a wide variety of domestic, agricultural, commercial, industrial or other 
property types.  District boundaries are delineated to encompass the historic resources that 
contribute to the overall historic significance of the district. Determining appropriate boundaries is 
based on the specific character, significance, physical setting and integrity of the proposed area.   
 
Districts include contributing resources that are important in defining the character of the area, as 
well as noncontributing resources, such as altered buildings or buildings that were constructed 
outside the historic period of significance.  Important factors in identifying appropriate boundaries 
are the distribution of contributing resources, current and historic legal boundaries, natural areas, 
open space and other cultural features.  Districts often encompass the area of an original plat or a 
defined streetscape or road system.  Significant contributing features within a district are not 
necessarily limited to the buildings but may also include alleys, outbuildings, street trees, gardens 
and orchards.   
 
4.   Will my building have to be open to the public? 
Landmark designation does not require that a property or any portion of it be made open or 
accessible to the general public.  Community organizations often organize events that attract visitors 
to view historic buildings and may invite a property owner to participate in such an event, but only 
on a voluntary basis.  
 
 



Historic Districts FAQ 
Page 2 of 5 
 

 

5.   Does landmark designation affect property values and taxes?  
Economic studies of historic districts in other parts of the United States show that landmark 
designation stabilizes and improves property values.  There is no evidence that designation has 
lowered the value of any King County landmarks.   In fact, landmark designation has proven to be a 
highly successful marketing tool for realtors who take advantage of the broad public appeal of 
historic properties.  Designation does not directly affect property taxes other than reducing them for 
those who take advantage of the special tax incentive programs available to landmark owners. 
 
6.   Does landmark designation affect land use or current zoning status? 
Landmark designation does not affect or change current land use or zoning. The Commission is 
currently working with the county’s Department of Permitting and Environmental Review to find a 
method for allowing greater zoning flexibility in order to adapt and preserve landmark properties 
for new uses.  
 
Zoning limits land use in several ways by setting use categories; lot size and setback minimums; 
and lot coverage and building height maximums.  In areas without sewers, septic system 
requirements are often even more limiting.  Building heights and setbacks in residential areas vary, 
particularly between rural zones and areas zoned for dense urban development.   Often the zoning 
densities and dimensions do not correspond with existing local character or historic site patterns, 
which may be more or less restrictive.  
 
7.   Does landmark designation mean that changes to the district are prohibited or that new           
buildings cannot be built?   
No, designation simply provides for a design review process that will ensure that any changes that 
are made are undertaken in a way that does not diminish the historic character of the district.  
Alterations to historic buildings, new construction, even demolitions are allowed within historic 
districts according to adopted guidelines.   
 
8.   How does the landmark designation process work?   
Anyone may nominate a building, site, object, structure, or district for consideration as a King 
County landmark.  Once a completed nomination has been filed, a public hearing is scheduled 
before the Commission.  At the hearing, the Commission receives evidence and hears arguments as 
to whether or not the nominated property meets the designation criteria.  
 
In order to be designated, an historic resource must:  

• Be at least 40 years old;  
• Be relatively unchanged since the time when it became important; 
• Represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose components may lack individual 

distinction; and 
 

Meet at least one of the following criteria:  
• Be associated with historic events that have made a significant contribution to national, state 

or local history (for example, pioneer settlement and development of a specific area or 
construction of the first railroad into a region); or  
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• Be associated with the life of a person or persons significant in national, state or local 
history (for example the home of a founding father of a community); or   

• Be a good representative of a type, period, style or method of design or construction; or  
• Be an outstanding work of a designer or builder who has made a substantial contribution to 

the art (for example certain barn builders in the Snoqualmie Valley made unique 
contributions to the form).  

 
If the Commission finds that the property meets the designation criteria, it identifies those features 
of significance which are integral to the historic character of the district and which will henceforth 
be subject to design review.  A designation report documenting the Commission's findings and 
decision is completed within 14 days of the hearing.  Property owners may appeal the Commission's 
decision on the grounds that the property does not qualify or that errors of fact, judgment or process 
were made.   Detailed eligibility requirements, procedures and timelines are contained in King 
County Code 20.62.  

 
9.   What is the purpose of design review? 
Design review is undertaken in order to preserve the overall historic character of a landmark district 
and more specifically to ensure that the current historic/architectural character of contributing 
properties is not diminished or lost.  It is also intended to guide the design of new construction so 
that it does not adversely impact the physical character of the district and its contributing properties.  
Historic districts change and evolve, however the design review process ensures that some 
additional effort is made so that those changes are carefully planned and executed.  District-specific 
design guidelines are sometimes prepared in order to assist property owners with design ideas and 
guide the Commission in the design review process. 
 
10.   Do “in-kind” repairs and routine maintenance work need to be reviewed?  
Any repairs involving the replacement of damaged or deteriorated building materials (such as 
roofing, windows or exterior siding or trim) with the same materials and detail are not subject to 
design review.  Property owners are not required to restore their properties if they prefer to maintain 
the current appearance.  Routine maintenance such as caulking, paint touchup, or minor tree pruning 
does not require design review nor does wiring, plumbing, interior remodeling or any other interior 
changes.  But it’s always a good idea to check in with our staff architect to confirm that your project 
is exempt from review. 
 
11.   When is design review required for non-contributing properties? 
No design review is required for alterations to or demolition of non-contributing buildings/sites.  
Design review is required for new construction, including major additions to existing buildings.  
Property owners are encouraged to be sensitive when adding minor additions and ancillary 
buildings or landscaping features. 
 
12.   When is design review required for contributing properties?  
Design review is required for exterior alterations to or demolition of contributing buildings and sites 
when these actions impact any feature of significance identified in the landmark designation report.  
Design review is also required for additions and any new construction on a contributing property.   
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13.   Is design review required for alterations to streets or other publicly-owned areas? 
Yes, for alterations within streets and alleys or other public rights-of-way identified as features of 
significance.  Design review is also required for new construction and partial or whole demolitions 
within these rights-of-way.  King County agencies are required to follow the same design review 
process as private property owners. 
 
14.   What is the process for reviewing proposed alterations or changes?  
Preservation of King County’s significant historic properties is achieved through a formal design 
review process for proposed alterations to the designated features of significance.  These features 
are specified during the designation hearing and are identified in the designation report that is issued 
following the Commission's decision.  In most districts, these features are limited to the exteriors of 
the contributing buildings and certain landscape features and public ways.   
 
Design review for accurate restoration of a feature of significance is handled administratively by the 
historic preservation officer (HPO).  All other projects that may alter a feature of significance are 
reviewed by the Commission, which then issues a Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) for the 
work.  This process is separate from the building permit process; however, a COA must be obtained 
in order for a building permit to be issued.  Projects that do not require building permits may still 
require a COA.  As noted above a COA is not required for “in-kind” repairs and routine 
maintenance.   
 
The Design Review Committee, a sub-committee of the Landmarks Commission, reviews COA 
applications.  The Committee meets on the second Thursday of each month and makes a 
recommendation to the full Commission, which must ratify the COA recommendation at its meeting 
which is held on the fourth Thursday of each month.  Once a decision is made, a formal certificate 
of appropriateness is issued to the applicant, property owner, if other than the applicant, and all 
interested parties and the approved work may proceed when all necessary permits are in hand.  See 
Technical Papers #20 and #21 for additional information regarding the COA application and review 
process.  These are available electronically at http://www.kingcounty.gov/property/historic-
preservation/resources-links.aspx, or by calling the telephone numbers listed below. 
 
15.   Is there an appeal process for COA decisions? 
Yes, Type I COAs (those decisions made by the HPO) may be appealed to the Landmarks 
Commission within five working days after the decision was made.  Type II and Type III COAs 
(those decisions made by the Commission) may be appealed to the King County Council within 35 
calendar days of mailing of the notice of decision. 
 
16.   What are the benefits of landmark designation?   
King County offers a unique incentive program for landmark property owners.  (NOTE: several of 
these programs are only available to owners of an historic property that is identified as a 
contributing property.) 
 
• Building Code Flexibility – there is some flexibility in the application of the building code.  

Landmarks Commission staff work closely with permit staff as advocates for property owners. 

http://www.kingcounty.gov/property/historic-preservation/resources-links.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/property/historic-preservation/resources-links.aspx
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• Current Use Taxation - reduces some of the land-based portion of property taxes by 50%.  
• Special Valuation - subtracts eligible costs associated with the rehabilitation of a building from 

the assessed value of the property.  During the ten-year period of the special valuation program, 
property taxes do not reflect the eligible improvements made to the landmark.  (NOTE:  historic 
buildings which are not designated as contributing buildings in the district may be eligible for 
this program if the work accurately restores the significant historic features of the property.)  

• Grants - assist with stabilization, restoration, and rehabilitation projects.  These are 
administered by 4Culture, the county’s cultural funding organization. 

• Technical Assistance – a range of technical assistance services in support of preservation 
projects are available to all property owners.  Primary among these are direct assistance from 
staff and consultation with preservation professionals who are members of the Commission, 
including architects, attorneys, and other specialists experienced in preservation projects. 

 
For additional information contact: 
Jennifer Meisner, Preservation Officer 
jennifer.meisner@kingcounty.gov  
206-477-0384 
 

Todd Scott, Preservation Architect 
todd.scott@kingcounty.gov  
206-477-4545 
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